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(54) Apparatus for Measuring Carriageway Surface Properties

(57) An apparatus for measuring surface properties
of a carriageway or road, comprising a platform arranged
to move over the carriageway, the platform carrying a
light source arranged to illuminate the carriageway, and
a detector arranged to receive light returning from the
carriageway, characterised in that the light source

projects a line of light onto the surface, the line of light
being parallel to the direction of travel, and data repre-
senting light returning from the line of light is captured
and stored. The displacement of the vehicle between two
successive measurements is estimated from the cross-
correlation of the two successively measured profiles.
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Description

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

[0001] The present invention relates to an apparatus
for measuring properties of a carriageway.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

[0002] It is desirable to be able to quantify parameters
of a road surface. Users of roads generally desire that
the road is "smooth" and that it offers sufficient friction
for them to be able to accelerate and brake safely. Fur-
thermore the road surface has to offer sufficient friction
to a vehicle tyre when the road is wet.
[0003] In order to measure "smoothness" it is known
to use vehicles travelling at relatively high speed such
that the vehicle body and its suspension carry a form of
inertial platform. The vehicle body directs a pulse of light
from a laser towards the road surface and views the dif-
fuse scatter from the surface with an optical detector
which has a direction of view inclined with respect to the
direction of the beam of laser light. This allows a direct
measurement of the distance from the light source to the
road surface to be measured. The vehicle body also car-
ries an accelerometer aligned with direction of the pro-
jection of the laser and travels sufficiently fast such that
vertical movements of the vehicle body can also be meas-
ured. When the displacement derived from the acceler-
ometer is subtracted from the laser displacement, the
displacement created by the road smoothness remains.
This technique can only be successfully employed when
the survey vehicle can travel sufficiently fast to allow the
accelerometer to accurately measure vehicle body
height variations. This technique cannot be used over
short distances such as transverse or oblique to the di-
rection of a carriageway.
[0004] Roads also need a rough or "textured" surface
to allow water to be dispersed away from the contact area
between the road and a tyre. Failure to provide a textured
surface prevents water from being dispersed and can
lead to "aquaplaning" where the tyre rides on a film of
water above the road surface and loses friction contact
with the road.
[0005] The surface texture can also be measured by
directing a pulse of light onto the road surface and viewing
diffuse scatter from the road surface at an oblique angle
such that the distance between the road surface and the
light source is translated directly into position on a photo-
detector array. The difference between smoothness and
texture is purely one of wavelength. Thus the "inertial
platform" described hereinabove can also capture sur-
face texture.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

[0006] According to a first aspect of the present inven-
tion there is provided an apparatus for measuring surface

properties of a carriageway or road, the apparatus com-
prising a platform arranged to move over the carriage-
way, the platform carrying a light source arranged to il-
luminate the carriageway, and a detector arranged to re-
ceive light returning from the carriageway, character-
ised in that the light source projects a line of light onto
the surface of the carriageway and data representing light
returning from the carriageway is captured and stored.
[0007] Thus the present invention projects a line of light
onto the carriageway surface, unlike prior art systems
which only project a single spot onto a surface. Projecting
a line of light has significant advantages. If the line of
light is substantially parallel to a direction of travel of the
platform then a plurality of measurements representing
the road surface can be taken, and adjacent measure-
ments can be compared with one another in order to align
the measurements such that a series of discreet meas-
urements can be formed into a single elongate measure-
ment. The comparison is preferably performed by cross
correlation between adjacent sets of measurements. The
integrity of measurements can also be improved as the
same portion of road surface may be scanned multiple
times by virtue of being included in one or more adjacent
measurements. Data from the same section of the road
surface may then be averaged to improve the signal to
noise ratio therein.
[0008] Furthermore, where the same section of road
has been captured several times in measurements, but
where the displacement is not a multiple of the pixel sep-
aration in a detector, then image processing may be used
to merge data from dissimilar measurements in order to
synthesis a higher resolution data set than actually used
for the image capture.
[0009] Advantageously the apparatus provides an in-
dication of surface texture.
[0010] The apparatus may further include a data proc-
essor arranged to form short term estimates of the gra-
dient of the carriageway with respect to a preceding por-
tion of the carriageway. These estimates of gradient may
then be processed to obtain an indication of relative
changes in the gradient of the carriageway over a specific
distance or specific spatial periodicities. This data can
then be represented to show whether the carriageway is
notionally smooth or to indicate sections of the carriage-
way which have undesirable undulations therein. It is thus
possible to construct an apparatus which can provide an
estimate of gradient or height changes in a carriageway
surface with respect to a datum, but which does not need
to rely on the inertial platform techniques used by the
prior art. Thus, because the present apparatus does not
need to rely on inertial platforms it can be used at much
slower speeds, for example less than ten miles an hour
and advantageously at substantially walking speed.
[0011] Advantageously the line of light may be sub-
stantially at right angles to the direction of travel so as to
image a swathe along the carriageway as the device is
moved along the carriageway. This provides a useful
measurement of the carriageway’s texture along such a
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swathe, and this can be related to the ability of a car-
riageway to disperse water thereby reducing the risk of
vehicles aquaplaning. Advantageously the direction of
the line of light is switchable between substantially par-
allel with the direction of travel and substantially at right
angles to the direction of travel. Alternatively, the line of
light could be positioned obliquely to the direction of travel
such that multiple measurements can be analysed to syn-
thesise, optionally in a post processing activity, data sets
that would be obtained if the line of light was parallel to
the direction of travel and data sets that would be ob-
tained if the line of light was at right angles to the direction
of travel.
[0012] According to a second aspect of the present
invention there is provided a method of measuring sur-
face properties of a carriageway, the method comprising
illuminating a section of the carriageway with a line of
light from a light source such that an elongate section of
the carriageway can be inspected without moving a plat-
form carrying the light source, and receiving reflected
light at a photo-detector that images the line of light so
as to take multiple spaced apart measurements of car-
riageway surface height variations.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE FIGURES

[0013] The present invention will now be described, by
way of example only, with reference to the accompanying
Figures, in which:

Figure 1 schematically represents an optical imaging
and data capture system imaging a carriageway and
constituting a first embodiment of the present inven-
tion;

Figure 2 schematically illustrates the relationship be-
tween adjacent data sets captured by the apparatus
shown in Figure 1;

Figure 3a to 3c schematically compare three meas-
urements of surface texture to show how adjacent
overlapping measurements can be cross-correlated;

Figure 4 schematically illustrates a short section of
data where height measurements have been quan-
tised, and how these can be fitted to a constrained
linear line of best fit;

Figure 5 shows an optical arrangement for measured
texture for a swathe of surface; and

Figure 6 schematically illustrates a platform carrying
an embodiment of the present invention.

DESCRIPTION OF PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS

[0014] Figure 1 schematically illustrates the optical
and data processing system of an apparatus for meas-

uring surface properties of a carriageway and constituting
an embodiment of the present invention. A moveable
platform, schematically designated by the chain line 2
carries a light source 4, a photo-detector array 6 and a
data capture unit 8 above a surface 10 of a carriageway
under inspection. Any portion of a carriageway can be
characterised by several properties. The present inven-
tion is designed to facilitate measurements of small scale
height variations in the carriageway, which constitute sur-
face texture, together with estimates of relative gradients
of the small portions of the carriageway with respect to
the gradient of a preceding portion. These estimates may
then be combined, for example by integration, to obtain
estimates of changes in the gradient of the carriageway
over longer distances, thereby to identify undulations in
the carriageway, although this data gives no absolute
indication to the gradient of the carriageway at any given
point. Advantageously, while stationary, with the addition
of an accelerometer sensing the acceleration due to grav-
ity, the absolute gradient of the very first portion could be
determined, and hence the absolute gradient of the car-
riageway established if required. Subsequent measure-
ments of gradient may be made when the device is mov-
ing, but advantageously not accelerating.
[0015] The light source 4 is preferably a laser light pro-
ducing a fan 20 of light that forms a line 22 of light over
a portion of the carriageway. Thus an elongate line of
light illuminates the carriageway even when the platform
is stationary. The device utilises a principal of structured
light triangulation. In a preferred embodiment the laser
points directly downwards and the fan of light is aligned
in the direction of travel of the platform 2. In use light is
diffusely scattered from the road surface and this scat-
tering is observed by a photo-detector array 6 which is
offset from the laser 4 and hence can be regarded as
viewing the carriageway surface at an oblique angle. As
a result, and as is known to the person skilled in the art,
such an arrangement gives a direct measurement of the
relative heights of the diffuse scatterers within the car-
riageway surface as vertical displacement is directly con-
verted to a horizontal displacement within the CCD array
6. By using a line of light multiple measurements along
the length of the line of light can be made in a single
instance. These measurements of road surface are then
conveyed from the photo-detector 6 to a data storage
and optionally data processing unit 8. The storage and
processing unit 8 is typically a fairly standard computing
architecture comprising non-volatile memory, such as
magnetic or bubble memory storage together with semi-
conductor memory and a central processing unit. Addi-
tionally the data processor also includes non-volatile pro-
gram memory for storing an operating system and an
application for collecting and processing the data from
the CCD array 6.
[0016] In a preferred embodiment of the present inven-
tion the line of light is greater than 10 cm long at the road
surface and, in use, data captures are repeated frequent-
ly such that even though the carriage is continually mov-
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ing, a second data capture includes greater than 90% of
the road surface imaged in a preceding first data capture.
This is schematically illustrated in Figure 2 where length
of road surface is illuminated and data therefrom is cap-
tured in a first data capture 30. A second data capture
32 along a path parallel to and in line with the first data
capture 30 (but shown spaced apart in Figure 2 for clarity)
is then performed and it can be seen that the majority of
the second data capture 32 overlies the same segment
of road as was imaged in the first data capture 30. A
subsequent third data capture 34 again images substan-
tially the same portion of road as the second data capture
32. A fourth data capture 36 images substantially the
same portion of road as the third data capture 34, and
indeed the preceding data captures 32 and 30. Thus, the
degree of spatial correlation between adjacent portions
of the road being imaged may be in the high 90% and
typically around 98%.
[0017] Figure 3a schematically represents the meas-
urement of local road surface height at a macro scale,
representing surface texture, as captured in the first data
capture 30. The data could be regarded as being bound-
ed by start and finish lines 40 and 42, respectively. In the
next data capture substantially the same segment of road
is observed, but the carriage has moved such that the
boundary of the data is now defined by lines 44 and 46.
It can be seen from inspection of the Figure that the ma-
jority of the data between lines 42 and 44 of Figure 3b
was also contained in Figure 3a. However a segment
between line 40 and line 44 has now been lost and a new
segment between line 42 and line 46 has been included.
[0018] The data processor analysing this data has no
apriori knowledge about the speed of movement of the
platform, or indeed whether its speed was constant. It
therefore has no external information in order to help it
to align one data measurement with the next such that
the individual measurements can be synthesised into a
continuous run. However because of the high degree of
overlap between one measurement and the next the data
processor can cross correlate the first measurement as
shown in Figure 3a with the second measurement as
shown in Figure 3b. As is known to the person skilled in
the art the cross correlation function can be expected to
exhibit a maximum when the data is brought into data
alignment, and hence the cross correlation function will
then yield a value representing the displacement that oc-
curred between the first measurement 30 and the second
measurement 32. This displacement can then be used
to allow data from one measurement to be appended to
data from a preceding measurement or alternatively for
a mixture of apendment of the data sets and averaging
of the data sets to be performed. Similarly, for the third
data measurement as shown in Figure 3c the data is
constrained to lie between start and end points 48 and
50 but again a large proportion of that data is contained
in the preceding data set as shown in Figure 3b, and
indeed in the data set preceding that as shown in Figure
3a. Thus cross correlation provides a powerful tool for

analysing the amount of displacement which has oc-
curred between adjacent, or indeed near adjacent data
sets, and then to allow these sets to be merged into a
single data run representative of the road surface over a
relatively large distance, and a distance significantly
greater than the length of the light line 22.
[0019] For the purpose of data analysis, it is most con-
venient if each measurement road height is performed
at a predetermined distance from a preceding measure-
ment. Consequently the measurements are assumed to
be taken at regular intervals. However, in reality this will
not occur because the speed of the platform is not known.
However, this need not create a significant problem as
the data processor 8 can calculate the position where a
measurement was taken, and then assign it to its nearest
data collection point effectively re-sampling the meas-
urement into a regularly spaced progression.
[0020] As noted before, it is desirable to be able to
provide measurements showing how much a carriage-
way deviates from the notionally smooth ideal. Short term
deviations occurring on a periodicity of 3, 10 or 30 meters
may be of particular interest to engineers as a measure-
ment of quality of the "smoothness" of the carriageway.
This measurement of smoothness is irrespective of any
gross changes in gradient due to the local topology. Fig-
ure 4 schematically illustrates a small section of the syn-
thesised road height data where measurements have
been assigned to data binning points 60 to 64. The data
processor 8, or a post processing processor, can then
select the data points 60 to 64 and perform a straight line
fitting to those points to find a short segment of a straight
line 65 which has the best to least squares fit with respect
to the data points 60 to 64. As part of this process the
line 65 will be assigned a gradient by the fitting routine
which is representative of the local gradient of the road
with respect to some undefined referenced datum. How-
ever this process can be repeated for adjacent short sec-
tions of road to obtain a map of gradient changes along
the road which is indicative of the smoothness of the road.
Least squares fitting to a straight line segment is a well
known technique and does not need to be described
here.
[0021] Figure 5 shows a variation to the arrangement
shown in Figure 1 where the laser 4 has been turned
through 90° so as to project a line of light 80 along a
direction transverse to a direction 82 of travel of the plat-
form. Diffuse scatter from the road surface is, as before,
monitored by a CCD array 6 and data therefrom is stored
or processed a data processor 8. This measurement al-
lows a surface texture over a swathe of road in the direc-
tion of travel to be rapidly estimated.
[0022] The laser light source, CCD array and data
processor are all relatively small and compact compo-
nents. The data processor may, for example, be in the
form of a PDA or a lap top. Thus these components are
easily mounted within a platform which, as shown in Fig-
ure 6, can be in the form of a push-along cart 100. The
platform carrying the laser and photo-detector may be
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held above the road surface by a plurality of wheels, for
example three arranged in a generally triangular config-
uration of which two wheels are shown in Figure 6. Sur-
face texture data can easily be stored onto flash memory
for removal for subsequent processing. Flash memory
sizes of over 1 gigabyte are routinely available and hence
data collection and storage is not a limiting factor.
[0023] Systems for producing a fan of light are com-
mercially available. Alternatively a laser scanning system
can be used.

Claims

1. An apparatus for measuring surface properties of a
carriageway or road, comprising a platform (2) ar-
ranged to move over the carriageway (10), the plat-
form (2) carrying a light source (4) arranged to illu-
minate the carriageway, and a detector (6) arranged
to receive light returning from the carriageway, char-
acterised in that the light source projects a line (22)
of light onto the surface and data representing light
returning from the line of light is captured and stored.

2. An apparatus as claimed in claim 1, in which the
apparatus has, in use, a direction of travel and the
line (22) of light is parallel to the direction of travel.

3. An apparatus as claimed in claim 2, in which repeat-
ed measurements are made, and a N + 1th meas-
urement is cross correlated with an Nth measure-
ment, such that the measurements can be spatially
aligned with one another.

4. An apparatus as claimed in any of the preceding
claims, in which an average gradient of the carriage-
way for sections of carriageway (10) can be calcu-
lated and an indication of changes in gradient be-
tween different sections created.

5. An apparatus as claimed in claim 4, in which an es-
timate of road height or carriageway height devia-
tions from a datum can be estimated by comparing
a plurality of gradient estimates.

6. An apparatus as claimed in any of the preceding
claims, in which the platform is in use, propelled at
less than 10 miles per hour.

7. An apparatus as claimed in any of the preceding
claims, in which, in use, the platform is propelled
substantially at walking speed.

8. An apparatus as claimed in claim 1, 6 or 7, in which
the apparatus has a direction of travel and the line
of light is oblique, including at right angles, to the
direction of travel.

9. An apparatus as claimed in any of the preceding
claims, in which the line of light is provided by a laser
having a "fan shaped" optical output.

10. An apparatus as claimed in any of claims 1 to 8, in
which the line of light is provided by a laser having
a scanning apparatus arranged to scan a laser spot
along a path.

11. An apparatus as claimed in claim 2, in which a sec-
ond data capture event includes greater than 90%
of the carriageway imaged by a preceding data cap-
ture event.

12. An apparatus as claimed in any of the preceding
claims, further comprising a data store for storing an
output of the detector (6).

13. An apparatus as claimed in any of the preceding
claims, further comprising a data processor ar-
ranged to calculate at least one of surface rough-
ness, gradient and periodicity of undulations in the
carriageway.

14. A method of measuring surface properties of a car-
riageway, the method comprising illuminating a sec-
tion of the carriageway with a line of light from a light
source such that an elongate section of the carriage-
way can be inspected without moving a platform car-
rying the light source, and receiving reflected light at
a photo-detector that images the line of light so as
to take multiple spaced apart measurements of car-
riageway surface height variations.

7 8 



EP 2 136 177 A1

6



EP 2 136 177 A1

7



EP 2 136 177 A1

8



EP 2 136 177 A1

9



EP 2 136 177 A1

10



EP 2 136 177 A1

11



EP 2 136 177 A1

12


	bibliography
	description
	claims
	drawings
	search report

